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As a child, I always knew my future career would be
in pediatrics. Coming to the university, I knew I wanted to be a Child Life Specialist at a children’s hospital.
Until I began working alongside professors and taking
classes, I didn't realize that to be great in this career
path, it is not enough to work well with children. There
were so many skill sets that I didn’t realize were important. One of the subjects that sparked interest the most
was intercultural competence. Being born and raised
in the United States, yet living in an Egyptian household was an everyday struggle for me growing up. It
was almost as if every morning I would wake up and
make the conscious decision as to whether I wanted
to be the All-American girl I would see around me or
the Egyptian girl my parents wanted me to be. Through
these courses, I began to find my identity. This inspired
me to mesh the two interests of child development and
intercultural competence into a research project. I am
thankful that I have been part of the Honors College
and pursued a degree in Human Development and
Family Science. Working with Dr. Jacquelyn Mosley,
not only as my thesis advisor but in several other capacities, was one of the greatest blessings. I can honestly say that none of this would have been possible
without her. Finally, I would also like to thank the rest
of my thesis committee: Shelley McNally, Laura Herold, Donia Timby, and Brande Flack.

Research at a Glance
•

As society continues to diversify, the call for intercultural competence among educators is increasingly more important.

•

The educators at a child development center were
asked to take the Intercultural Development Inventory Assessment (IDI) to determine where
they land on the IDI continuum.

•

An individual’s intercultural competence is something that a person can work on and improve.

•

Diversity promoting toys, books, and posters in
classrooms have the capability of promoting intercultural competence and make a more accepting place for all children to learn.
Sara with an Honors student in Psychology, Liane
Birmingham, at the Bumpers Honors Poster Competition
in April 2019 presenting another research project.
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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to assess and develop intercultural competence among early childhood educators. Intercultural competence is an integral part of creating a welcoming environment
for all students in a classroom. It is not only the acknowledgment of individual differences but the
acceptance and celebration of what makes each person an individual and member of a cultural
group. This project assessed the intercultural competence of 24 early childhood educators and staff
at a child development center in the mid-south. Participants completed the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) as pre- and post-assessments. In between assessments, our team conducted a
cultural competence training workshop to advance the educators’ intercultural development skills.
Based on the training and conversations with the educators, diversity books and toys were purchased and implemented into the classroom. On average, intercultural competence increased significantly over time. Overall, most educators scored in the Minimization orientation, which is the
most common orientation among adults. In order to advance beyond the Minimization orientation
to the Acceptance orientation, educators need additional educational opportunities, which may aid
them in understanding concepts regarding power and privilege, as well as other crucial differences
between cultures.
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Introduction
The purpose of this study was to examine the intercultural competence of early childhood educators. During recent years, the discussion of intercultural competence in the school system and the workplace has grown
exponentially. This may be because diversity in schools
is on the rise. In 2014, the United States’ public schools
reached a “minority-majority milestone” in which the
number of Latino, Asian, and African American students
have surpassed the number of White students (Maxwell,
2014). The rise in diversity means that there will be more
responsibility for childcare centers to not only prepare
children for the diversity in future schooling but in the
real world as well. However, there is little to no research
that has been done to examine the prevalence of diversity
inclusion before entering grade school. Unfortunately,
this is a population that is often overlooked by researchers due to the misconception that children between the
ages of birth and five years do not understand cultural
identity. Many people believe that because several of the
children in this age group are not able to use language
like adults, then they cannot be affected by monoethnic
toys or non-representative posters. However, children
begin stereotyping and profiling quite young. “Children
begin to notice differences and evaluate others at a very
early age. By the age of three, children begin to show
signs of being influenced by societal norms and biases
and may exhibit ‘pre-prejudice' toward others on the basis of gender or race or being differently abled” (DermanSparks, 1989). Intercultural competence may help toward
raising awareness as well as making environments more
welcoming for everyone.
Intercultural Competence
To some degree, we all lack intercultural competence.
It is not something that you are born with; rather it is
a process that continues over the course of a lifetime
(Marteev and Merz, 2014). Intercultural competence is
an awareness of one’s cultural identity and the ability to
interact effectively and appropriately with people from
other cultures (Deardorff, 2011). There are numerous
ways to measure, define, and model intercultural competence. Spitzberg and Chagnon (2009) identified five basic
models that include compositional (i.e., attitudes, knowledge, and skills), co-orientational (i.e., symbolic meanings across interactions), developmental (i.e., chronological process of change or evolution), adaptational
(i.e., extend from an individual perspective to a dyadic
or group perspective), and causal (i.e., quantitative test
for predictions of outcome and interaction processes).
The Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI; Hammer,
2008) was developed to measure individuals’ lenses of
cultural similarities and differences along a continuum
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from monocultural to intercultural worldviews. The IDI
is an appropriate instrument for assessing educators because of the nature of the developmental process that can
be supported through learning and experiences.
A typical way to conceptualize intercultural competency using the IDI is along a continuum of five stages
(Hammer, 1998): Denial, Polarization, Minimization, Acceptance, and Adaptation. Denial (approximately 3% of
people) reflects limited experience and capability understanding and responding appropriately to cultural differences in values, beliefs, perceptions, emotional responses, and behaviors. Polarization (approximately 16%
of people) uses an “us vs. them” mindset either through
Defense (seeing cultural differences frequently as divisive and threatening to one’s way of doing things) and
Reversal (valuing other cultural practices while denigrating one’s culture group). Minimization (approximately
65% of people) is highlighting commonalities too much
that can mask a deeper understanding of cultural differences (i.e., color blindness, “I don’t see color”). Acceptance (approximately 15% of people) is the recognition
and appreciation of patterns of cultural differences and
commonality in one’s own and other cultures, but with
the inability to adapt to cultural differences. Lastly, Adaptation (approximately 2% of people) is when one has a
deep cultural bridging across diverse communities using an
increased repertoire of cultural frameworks and practices
in navigating cultural commonalities and differences. For
intercultural competence to develop, three major domains
must be addressed: (1) identity development (i.e., selfawareness), (2) learning about cultural differences, and
(3) bridging or adapting behavior with different groups.
The current study examined the intercultural competence of educators at a child development center focused
on early childhood development, specifically with children aged 8 weeks to 5 years old (pre-K). The goals were to
investigate their current intercultural competence using
the IDI, to then train them and provide additional tools
to further their intercultural competence, to provide items
for the classroom that promote diversity, and finally to
post-assess their intercultural competence and changes
(if any) over time. The research questions were: (1) What
is the average intercultural competence of early childhood educators? and (2) Is there a notable change in the
educators’ intercultural competence between the preand post-assessment based on intercultural competence
training?

Materials and Methods
Participants and Procedures
Data came from 24 early childhood educators and
staff at a child development center in the mid-south. The
majority of the participants identified as white women
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with a bachelor’s degree or are currently in a bachelor’s
program in child development or related field. For this
project, all educators volunteered to participate, and an
institutional review was deemed expedited by the primary institution of data collection. In December 2019,
the Intercultural Development Inventory assessment was
sent to each teacher via email, and educators were given
one week to complete the assessment. As an incentive,
the educators were awarded a $30 Walmart gift card for
completing the pre-assessment. In January 2020, a 3-hour
training workshop was held during the educators’ professional development day by two licensed IDI administrators from the research team. During the presentation,
intercultural competence theories and definitions were
reviewed, as well as research on implicit bias. During
the training, each teacher was provided the group average and their individual results. The overall group results
were then discussed as well as what it meant to belong in
each development orientation, and some steps that can
be taken to increase intercultural competence. This presentation was adapted to the needs of the group of educators to focus specifically on children. The educators were
asked to walk around every classroom in the center to
look for items that promote diversity or books that had
a variety of cultural representation. Then educators were
asked to create lists of items that promote the diversity
that they wish to see in their classrooms. This assisted the
team with the purchasing of new toys and items in February 2020 (i.e., books on gender, disability, race/ethnicity) that were implemented into the classroom. Finally,
the post-assessment was administered in March 2020;
educators were again incentivized with $30 Walmart gift
cards to participate. The pre- and post-results were analyzed in order to see if educators’ intercultural competence increased significantly over three months.
Measures
IDI Assessment. The Intercultural Development Inventory is a cross-cultural assessment of intercultural competence used by companies, organizations, and schools
all over the world. The assessment (costing $12/student;
$18/non-student) consists of 50 multiple choice questions that extend from a monocultural mindset to a multicultural mindset in order to scale where an individual is
in achieving intercultural competence. Items include intercultural experiences in terms of participants’ (a) crosscultural goals, (b) challenges that they confront while
navigating cultural differences, (c) intercultural incidents
that they face when they encounter cultural differences,
and (d) ways they address those cultural differences. The
IDI ranges from a score of 50 to 145 that individuals are
rated with for their Developmental Orientation (DO),
which was used for this study. The DO indicates a par-

ticipant’s primary orientation toward cultural differences
and commonalities along a continuum. The DO is the
perspective that the person is most likely to use in situations where cultural differences and commonalities need
to be bridged. Scores of 55 to 70 indicate Denial, 70 to
85 indicate Polarization, 85 to 115 indicate Minimization,
115 to 130 indicate Acceptance, and 130 to 145 indicate
Adaptation.

Results and Discussion
The data were first analyzed as a group to measure the
intercultural competence of the educators as a whole, examining the average Development Orientation (DO). Then,
the pre- and post-assessments of the group DOs were
compared to determine if there was a significant change
within the three months of taking the assessment, using
a t-test. For the pre-IDI assessment, the average development orientation (DO) for 24 educators and staff was
96.29, indicating most were in the Minimization stage.
Within each DO, 8 educators were in Polarization, 13
were in Minimization, 1 was in Acceptance, and 2 were
in Adaptation. For the post-IDI assessment, the average
DO for 21 educators and staff was 101.89 (also Minimization). Within each DO, 4 were in Polarization, 11 were in
Minimization, and 6 were in Acceptance. Using a paired
t-test, the group significantly increased in their DO, t =
2.26, P < 0.05.
Overall, most educators scored in the Minimization
orientation, which is the most common orientation
among adults and comprises 65% of the population. In
order to advance beyond the Minimization orientation to
the Acceptance orientation, educators need educational
opportunities that aid them in understanding concepts
regarding power and privilege, as well as other crucial
differences between cultures.
The present study’s participants were primarily white
women living in a White community in the mid-south.
However, some research (Hu and Kuh, 2003; Loes et al.,
2012; Pascarella et al., 2001) indicates that white individuals benefit more in critical thinking development
when they are exposed to diversity educational training.
A limitation to the present study is that the IDI assumes
individuals become more interculturally competent in
a linear progression and forces individuals into stages
without allowing for the possibility that individuals can
express multiple, complex, and conflicting aspects of intercultural competence (see Perry and Southwell, 2011
for a review).

Conclusions
Increasing intercultural competence is essential to
educators. Therefore, it is important that educators for all
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ages systematically make changes in their curriculum, assessment, policies, and environments (Wiersma-Mosley,
2019). Future research should seek to measure the effects
of intercultural competence longitudinally, rather than
just a month, as with any development, this skill may
take additional effort and time to fully form. Additional
qualitative data using reflections and interviews would
help capture the full extent of educators’ learning and
intercultural competence growth. As society becomes
more interconnected and multicultural, it is imperative
to develop and assess intercultural competence among
educators. This study indicated that intercultural competence could significantly increase with educational and
professional training.
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